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TO 

THROUGH 

FROM : G - U. Alexis Johnson 

SUBJECT: State-Defense Differences in Lao 3 Contingency Planning 


The apparent understandings reached at the time of the June 2 
Pentagon meeting on Laos have now come undone. Although a staff 
level memorandum reflecting those understandings and embodying, the 
concept of "Phase Lines ’ 4 was prepared jointly in State and Defense, 
essential elements of it have been rejected by Secretary McNamara. 
The essence of McNamara's objections amount to an insistence that 
planning for military intervention by the United States in Laos 
must be on an "all or nothing" basis. Either the United States 
moves in for the specific purpose of engaging in decisive battle 
with the north Vietnamese, or else the United States remains out 
of Laos altogether. Defense, therefore, wishes to obtain from the 
President a decision which would place in the hands of the Field 
Commander the prerogative to escalate directly from a limited 
military occupation to a major international war. 

In particular. Defense does not wish to accept the concept 
that Phase II (occupation of the Mekong River Valley) has any 
political or military Justification in itself and could therefore 
constitute something in the nature of a definitive operation. This 
is clear not only from Secretary McNamara* 3 draft memorandum, but 
also from the tenor of JCS cables to the Field Commanders which 
describe planning for this phase in terms limited to the seizure 
of river crossing points as a prelude to a larger military operation 
in the Laos panhandle. Defense is clearly unhappy at the thought 
of any U.S. forces having to remain for an indefinite period of time 
in the Mekong Valley areas of Laos. - 

Because the Defense position confronts the President with 
such a categorical choice between the loss of Laos and an all-out 
war with north Viet-Naan, it seems to me incumbent upon State to 
make clear to the President that there are intermediary alternatives 
which are politically justifiable and which appear militarily 
defensible. While it is always awkward to argue against Defense 
on military grounds, it may be necessary for State to attempt a 
certain degree of such argumentation in this case. 

1) Can we afford to let Laos go by default? Much of Laos is 
already in Communist hands and therefore this question really 
addresses itself only to that portion held currently by the RLG. 
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In substance, this Is the Province of Sayabouri , a skin along the ^ 
Province of Lu« ng Prabang down to the Vientiane plain, and then the 
Mekong River Valley from that plain south to and including the 
Plateau de Bolovens at the Cambodian border. 

Historically, the Mekong Valley has always been an area of 
contention between forces confronting each other in this part of 
>the world. Therefore, a control of this valley has major 
^psychological significance to those states neighboring oh it. If 
control' of the valley were ceded to the Communists , the political 
shock effect in Thailand and south YIet-Nam would be severe and 
would cause internal political repercussions of an adverse natu re^, 
the limits of which would be difficult to predict. Internaiiyp'*' 2 ^' 
both Thailand and south Viet- Ham could be expected to undertake a 
fundamental reexamination of the nature of their relationships with 
the U.S. In Cambodia, Communist control of the valley would mean 
for the first time a direct land confrontation between Prince 
Sihanouk and Communist power. Prom Sihanouk's past behavior, it 
is predictable that he would seek an accommodation with the 
Communists and would align his International policy much more 
closely with theirs . 

Prom a strategic point of view, loss of the valley to the 
Communists would put them in a position from which the north 
Vietnamese could maximize their infiltration of men and equipment 
down the road and river network and, with increased pressure on 
Cambodia, might be expected to use the favorable Cambodian terrain 
to complete the "freeway" for their military effort into south 
Viet— Nam. Consequently, the degree of U.S. commitment to south 
Vlet-Nam would rise sharply and its success would be placed in 
severe doubt. Our commitment to defend Thailand, if the Communists 
obtained full control over the east bank of the Mekong, would reach 
proportions which might not prove manageable. As General Harkins 
pointed out in a recent cable to Secretary McNamara, "If the 
Communists gain complete control of Laos, infiltration activity 
into Thailand and south Vlet-Nam, and I add Cambodia, can be ex- 
pected to increase rapidly. Aa expressed above, this will make 
the problem of holding all of Southeast Asia more difficult. I 
believe in this case U.S. troops will be required in Southeast 
A sia for a long time (as in Korea) to prevent ultimate loss to the 
Communists. This would be the price of buying time to develop and 
stabilize popular support of these governments and provide them 
adequate self defense capabilities. As in Korea, Taiwan, and 
Europe, our military aid troop commitments would depend on inter- 
national political solutions. 


2) What is the value 


of the cordillera ? An analysis of all 
e current infiltration routes into south 
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Vlet-Nam 
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Viet- Nam through the cordillera (See Hilsman memo to Secretary 
'lack Covers/* Infiltration Routes into South Vl*t-Nam: A 


»oujgh 

/«iacic covers/ 1 iiw* **• — ~ , 

Round-Up of Mrailable Information ) reaches the following con- 
clusions: • 

A. The trails have been used principally to bring in 
cadre and probably some organized units. 

B. Over them have also come limited quantities of 
specialized supplies such as radios and medical supplies. 

These, though important, are not decisive considering total V* 

Cong needs. 

C. Given the nature of the terrain, it would be ex- 
tremely difficult for the Communists to improve the routes 
they now hold sufficiently for them to be used as a major 
source of supplies and equipment. They could probably, 
however, step up the number of personnel using them. 

D Since the present routes traverse considerable 
distances inside South Viet-Mam before reaching the main 
combat areas, they are vulnerable to counteraction by 
ranger companies and montagnard guerrillas • 

E. Although present political considerations undoubtedly 
make the Communists reluctant to make full use of the routes 
through Cambodia, the more favorable terrain there makes them 
the more dangerous should the Cambodian resistance to this 
type of infiltration weaken. 

Ts the Mekong River Valley defer a bl e ? The Rand Corpora- 
tion has recently ccaapleted a shady on cne geography of 

Laos. IHR has analyzed this study and believes that it 3u pp o * ^» 
toe conclusion that U.S. forces holding thosedominant 
features of toe terrain which were in the hands of toe HLG at the 
of toe cease-fire on May 3, 1961 could control the Mekong 
River Valley in "a feasible defensive operation. Defense has 
never presented any evidence to contest this conclusion. In fac , 
Defense has carefully avoided any estimate of the ability of U.S. 
^wSl tHstablish control over the Mekong River Valley alone. 

Their documents generally glide quickly from control of the river 
crossing points into operations designed to control all of southern 

Laos. 

k) whA- h are the probable Commun i st res^ns^to U.S. ^ldtary 

M . . i gwtv i n which tne Defense Department representatives 

fsirtoncuSdf estimates that the probable Oocmmlat reactton to a 
U.S./SEATO investment of toe Mekong River Valley would be toe 
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introduction of additional forces into Laos; and < 
ai»^<vitv "We do not believe, however, that the Communist rorces 
SST5i«; to drive the 0.S. troops from the areas they occupy- 
other hand, the same SMIE estimates that the Communists 
»ul“"™“st^huSaly a B.3. effort to clear the area to the 
south Vietnamese border. They would almost certainly at teapta 
rSid logistics build-up, further strengthen the north Vietnamese 
forces, and probably introduce Chinese Communist forces. 

5) Is o ccupation of the Mekong River Val ley a feasible g.S. 

ob lectiv e* when the U.S. made the decisi on to put U'.S. grouna forces 

bn J the "c ontinent of Southeast Asia, we knew .5Jf t a ? e , c ®^^^^ th ‘ 
draw those forces unless there were some political justification 
for that withdrawal. Defense must therefore be prepared Jo accept 
the iaaaobilization of a certain number of U.S. forces in this area 
commensurate with our political objective, which is to prevent 
Communist control of Southeast Asia. If we are to 
jective, but cede the Mekong River Valley to toeCcmn2uni3ta,the 
number of troops immobilized and the length of their stay will, as 
General Harkins has indicated, increase considerably. If, on the 
other hand, we move forces into Laos to establish control or the 
Mekomt Valley, the total numbers required to meet our objective in 
Southeast Asia would predictably be less and the prospects for 
their ultimately being withdrawn would be greater, pere would be 
international pressures to place the Geneva Agreements into 80,4 

to secure the mutual withdrawal of north Vietnamese and U.S. forces. 
There would be no similarly acceptable pressures for withdrawal 
of our forces from Thailand. 

The real questions, of course, concern the conditions which 
could be tolerated by our forces in this occupation of 0,0 
River Valley. I believe State and Defense are In agreement that an 

actual attack on our forces would justify sharp . 

against north Viet-Nam itself. Where we wopd differ puld doubtless 
be In the degree of haraaaaent which these forces might be requirea 
to accept and in the amount of Communist consolidation which we 
would be prepared to tolerate in the cordillera. State believes __ _ 
that it must be the President's prerogative to establish the threshold 

of harassment to which he would agree* ^5 n f?*3R ea 3L2 
place that prerogative in its own hand3. Similarly, ^ tat® feels 
that there are definite limitations on the amount of harm which the 
Communists can do to our position In Southeast 

the cordillera and that we have means of enforcing some of J^ese 
limitations. Defense, on the other hand, does not wlsh _J° Q ®°” ce a * < , 
any such consolidation no matter what its limitation. Waaler* 
this may be the crux of the whole problem, De f enselsrelu 
undertake a "no win" military operation for a political objectip 
(i.e., neutralized Laos) to which the military have never really 

subscribed. 

If 
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It these matter# cannot be resolved by State and defense before 
the White Boose meeting, the President will doubtless have to make 
the decisions. 
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